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Abstract 
The current paper reports on empirical research investigating the qualitative changes in writing proficiencies in 
response to using three online writing tools, i.e., discussion forums, blogs, and wikis, in an EFL blended-format 
course. Questionnaire, interview, and text analysis were combined for triangulation. A qualitative change in 
differentiated writing styles for forum and blog posts was found. Planning distinct objectives for each online writing 
tool is suggested to reduce EFL students’ cognitive load and facilitate language acquisition. An objective-focused 
online writing design model, which uses forums for discussion, blogs for reflection, and wikis for collaboration for 
higher learning outcomes, is proposed.  
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. under responsibility of Dominique Macaire and Alex Boulton 
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1. Introduction 
Although a certain number of studies exist in EFL/ESL fields that focus on forum, blog, or wiki 
applications, few studies report on the simultaneous application of more than one of these tools. These 
previous studies identify positive changes in learners’ perceptions towards online writing after exposure 
to these technologies. Their assessment strategies vary, however, and few studies provide concrete data to 
validate the tools’ effects on learners’ writing proficiencies. At the time that the research for this paper 
was performed, the only study that focused on the simultaneous application of more than one online 
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writing tool was by Chen et al. (2005) that applied blogs and wikis to the same course. While research on 
each of these individual tools is increasing, no study has yet examined the concurrent implementation of 
all three writing tools in a single course design. This multiple and simultaneous use of tools in multi-
tasking contexts most closely resembles what the learners are exposed to daily in this digital era. For a 
comprehensive literature review of EFL online writing applications, see Miyazoe and Anderson (2010a).  
2. Context: Blended course design  
This research was conducted in three undergraduate EFL classes at a university in Japan. Each class 
was made up of students with varying English proficiencies who were pursuing different majors. The 
course text was Lecture Ready 2 (Sarosy & Sherak, 2006), which provided a DVD with short video 
lectures recorded in the US, and focused on facilitating basic English for academic purposes (EAP) skills, 
such as note-taking and discussion strategies. The classes featured a blended learning design combining 
face-to-face and online activities, and the classes were developed using a popular open source learning 
management system (LMS) called Moodle. 
Each class was provided with two Moodle course spaces (Figure 1).The first hosted course content and 
served as a space for student-content interaction (Garrison & Anderson, 2003; Miyazoe & Anderson, 
2010b). Using their real names, students could access information such as texts, web links, audio files, 
and visuals. The second course space was used to foster student-student interaction through blog, forum, 
and wiki online writing activities. The students used self-chosen pseudonyms, a strategy meant to reduce 
anxiety (Hosack, 2004) and to enable them to produce English writing for other classmates to read 
(Miyazoe & Anderson, 2011).  
 
Face-to-face class instruction (Real name) Online activities out of class (Pseudonym) 
 
 
Moodle (used for both instruction modes) 
Figure 1. Blended course design in Moodle 
The students were required to post to forums and blogs in English and to compose wiki translation 
entries in their first language (Japanese). The three online writing activities were designed for the 
following specific purposes: forums for topic-based discussion, blogs for personal writing, and wikis for 
collaborative translation. The forum discussion topics were selected by voting on several choices 
prepared in the course textbook during the in-class meetings. One or two volunteer moderators were 
selected to facilitate each forum discussion session. The blogs were for optional reflective free writing. 
Using wikis, students were divided into smaller groups to collaboratively translate a short segment from 
the course textbook (Figure 2). The first translation entry for each activity started with a free automated 
web translation to encourage the students to vigorously participate in correcting it.  
148   Terumi Miyazoe and Terry Anderson /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  34 ( 2012 )  146 – 152 
 
 
Figure 2. Translation activity using wiki 
3. Research  
Three English classes for EFL sophomore students, all of whom are Japanese except for one Chinese 
student, participated in the study (n = 61).  
The research addressed the following three issues: (1) students’ perceptions of the blended course 
design with three different online writing activities; (2) students’ perceptions of these online writing tools; 
and (3) the quantitative and qualitative analysis of students’ writing abilities before and after the course. 
A design-based research methodology (Anderson, 2005; Collins, 1999) was applied with the aim of 
integrating research and teaching practices. A mixed-method approach (Creswell & Clark, 2007), which 
included a questionnaire, text analysis and interviews, were used for triangulation. Quantitative data were 
analyzed using SPSS. Qualitative data (responses to open-ended questions, and forum and blog texts) 
were coded and analyzed using the Gunning-Fog Index (Gunning, 1952), a readability scale provided by a 
free online tool called Textalyser (http://textalyser.net/), and SPSS Text Analytics for Survey, following 
grounded theory analysis procedures (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The use of Textalyser was inspired by a 
study by Kol and Schcolnik (2008). Readability was chosen as an indicator of change in writing styles 
because it relates to the writing voice to be read by a writer. Student consent and anonymity procedures 
were followed to enable the analysis and possible publication of the results.  
4. Results 
Figure 3 summarizes the students’ order of preference for the forum, blog, and wiki activities (n = 59); 
the bar graph on the far right shows the highest percentage indicating that the largest number of students 
in this study preferred the wiki collaboration out of the three online writing activities, followed by blog 
writings and forum discussions.  
Figure 4 summarizes the readability of students’ forum and blog writing using the Gunning-Fog Index. 
The data from the same students’ writing in the spring semester, which were incidentally available, were 
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compared with the fall semester data collected for this research.  
 
 
Figure 3. Liking order of forum, blog, and wiki 
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Figure 4. Readability of students’ forum and blog postings 
The Gunning-Fog Index (Gunning, 1952) roughly interprets writing as ranging from 6 (‘easy’) to 20 
(‘hard’); the vertical axis shows the readability of forum writing and the horizontal axis shows that of 
blog writing. The filled circles show the results from the spring and the blank circles show those from the 
fall. In the spring, the filled circles were distributed more evenly around the diagonal line in the table, 
meaning that forum and blog writings were written with a similar level of readability. In contrast, many 
more blank circles occupy the upper left corner in the fall, meaning that forum posts were written using a 
more formal writing style while blogs were in an informal style. This contrast between the spring and fall 
performances may demonstrate progress in the students’ awareness of and ability to differentiate between 
writing styles in English during the one-year course period. 
The two figures below summarize the results of a textual analysis of the interview scripts. In the 
figures, the size of circles represents the number of students who mentioned the concepts in their 
responses, and the weights of lines linking the concept nodes represent the number of students who 
exhibited associations between the concepts in their responses.  
Figure 5 provides a visualization of the category network for blended learning. It shows that the 
students positively associated blended learning with novelty and fun.  
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Figure 5. Category network for blended learning 
Figure 6 provides a visualization of the wiki category network, showing a strong positive association 
among the wiki translation activity, usefulness, and fun.  
 
Figure 6. Category network for the wiki 
Similar analyses were carried out for the forum discussions and blogs, finding that the students formed 
a strong association between forum discussions and ‘thinking,’ and more specifically the necessity of 
his/her own ‘ego (myself)’ to form ‘opinions.’ In contrast, with the optional blogs they seemed to enjoy 
the ‘freedom’ of writing whatever they liked. All of these findings show that students perceived different 
benefits associated with each online writing activity’s function in improving their language proficiency. 
Additionally, there was no indication that the three different online writing tools caused overload or other 
negative reactions in this study.  
5. Conclusion 
This study showed the following: (1) students enjoyed the blended course design composed of three 
different online writing activities; (2) they acknowledged different utilities and skills associated with the 
different purposes of each online writing tool; and (3) their abilities to write academic English showed 
qualitative improvement in writing styles. 
This study confirms that the Gunning-Fog Index for readability of writing can be a viable 
measurement for quantifying qualitative change in EFL learners’ writing. Also, the differentiated writing 
styles may be a sign that the students had started to form some sort of “group norms” (Bloch, 2008: 133) 
and were able to differentiate the affordances of each tool in their online learning community as part of 
the language acquisition process.  
Students today may cope with multi-tasking while using and learning a foreign language far better than 
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many teachers expect. This study suggests that applying different objectives to different tools may help 
clarify the associated writing development focus. The key is to balance challenge and fun in order to 
induce the highest productivity in the students’ acquisition of the target foreign language. For this reason, 
this study concludes by recommending an objective-focused online writing design model (Figure 7) that 
uses the tools described here to apply to distinct objectives. By balancing the use of tools, such as forums 
for discussions, blogs for reflection, and wikis for collaboration, EFL students’ cognitive load may 
eventually be reduced and language acquisition may be facilitated.  
 
 
Figure 7. Objective-focused online writing design model 
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